Draftings In
Volume 2
Number 1 Draftings In Reader-Oriented
Criticism: Reweaving "The Figure in the Red
Carpet"

Article 4

1987

Of Magicians, Knights, and the Holy Grail: An Archetypal Reading
of "The Figure in the Carpet"
Joseph Albrecht
University of Northern Iowa

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/draftings

Let us know how access to this document benefits you
Copyright © 1987 by the Board of Student Publications, University of Northern Iowa
Recommended Citation
Albrecht, Joseph (1987) "Of Magicians, Knights, and the Holy Grail: An Archetypal Reading of "The Figure
in the Carpet"," Draftings In: Vol. 2 : No. 1 , Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarworks.uni.edu/draftings/vol2/iss1/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UNI ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Draftings In by an authorized editor of UNI ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@uni.edu.

Page 1

Of Magicians, Knights, and the
Holy G rail : An Archetypal
Reading of ''The Figure in the
Carpet''
by Joseph Albrecht
Henry James's short story " The Figure in the Carpet" is a magician's
sle ight of hand , a story which conjures a vis ion of some "bu ried t reasure"
hidden withi n the text. Then , with a snap of the finge rs and a puff of smoke,
the promised treasure van ishes into thin air. The reader is left to wonder,
" Does such a treasure exist, or is it all an illusion?" It is the teller of the
tale who provides the clues to the answer.
The narrator of the sto ry is himself a literary critic, a yo un g opportunist
wh o wa nts desperately to win acclaim for his clever reviews of contempo rary writers . In his purs uit of literary tru t h and personal fame, the narrator resemb les a mythi c hero embarking on some gra nd quest. But the
narrato r is a moc k-hero, a knight errant (and erring) w hose search for his
version of the Holy Gra il is futile. Alt hough the he ro fai ls in his mission ,
hi s q uest ironica lly revea ls t he tr uth he seeks but can not find .
Th e nar rator t ru ly is knight- like in his yo uth , tale nt, and eagerness to
pl ease his supe ri o rs. He is, however, a Laun ce lot rath er than a Gala had;
he seeks the G rail - a tali sman that co nta ins w hat is sac red and
mirac ulous-but only so as to wi n ho no r for hi mself. In Th o mas M all o ry's
Ma rte O'A rthur o nl y a pure knig ht free of all si n co uld wi n t he Gra il; in
th is sto ry the narrato r-kn ight rese mb les Laun celot in hi s impurity. The
yo u ng c ritic is tainted because his c ritica l p hiloso phy is fl awed and hi s
searc h fo r "mea nin g" in literature is me rely an intellect ua l ga me based
on cleve r " manoeuvres: ' The narrato r envisio ns hi s di scovery of th e sec ret
mea ning, th e " buri ed t reas u re" of Hugh Ve reke r's writin g, if onl y he ca n
co rrectly read t he textua l map. Like La unce lot, th e c riti c approac hes close
to his pri ze but never w ins it. Like Launce lot, t he c rit ic possesses a fa tal
defect whi ch prec ludes his success: Lau nce lot is obsessed w ith G uin evere;
t he yo ung c rit ic is o bsessed w it h th e d iscove ry of " mea nin g" thro ugh textu al analysi s.
In the end , it is the narrato r's antago nist, Geo rge Co rvick , who wi ns
the Grail. Like Ga lahad , Corvick d ies shortl y after hi s critica l triumph , and
th e narrato r is desti ned neve r to kn ow th e secret .
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To follow the narrator's search for the hidden secret of Vereker's writ ing
is to trace the path of a misled hero on a grandiose quest, a quest wh ich
inverts the outcome of the conventional archetype. Usually, the questi ng
hero returns from his journey enhanced both in self-knowledge and fa me,
but in this case the protagonist return s emptyhanded and spiritua lly
dimini shed.1 Th e reasons for his failure clarify the theme of the st~ry.
The quest, one of the most basic literary archetypes, consists of th ree
stages: separation , initiation , and return. The quest is usually undertaken
by a hero who must leave his society and prove his worthiness by pass ing
several stern tests. The hero ultimately triumphs by capturing a great prize
or truth and returning to share it with his society. The specific steps of
a conventional quest-the call to adventure which motivates the searc h,
the crossing of a symbolic threshold that breaks the hero's ties with his
old world , the journey, and the return - are easily traced here.
The critic-hero is first called to adventure when George Corvick gives
him the opportunity to review Hugh Vereker's latest novel. Corvick, the
young critic'~ boss, challenges him to "get at" the " somet hing o r othe r"
that is present in Vereker's w ri t ing. The hero readily accepts the cha ll enge
and proceeds to w rite his review.
Shortly after the review is publi shed, the critic is invited to meet Vereke r,
pe rso nall y. At a dinner party Vere ker, not knowing that th e author of the
review is seated across th e table from him, dismisses it as "the usual twaddle" (284). Later that evening, Vereker discovers hi s uni ntended di scourtesy
and com es to the critic's bedroom to ma ke ame nds. Vereker "as ks leave
to cross (his] thresho ld " (285) , an d o nce in sid e he reass ures his yo ung
revi ewer that hi s interpretation had " a spi ce of intelli ge nce;' ar;i " exceptional sharpness" (285). Vereker informs him that alt hou gh his review missed t he truth, he had come close to discovering it. Thi s heartening news
impels the hero to continue his quest for the " buri ed treasure" in Vereker's
writi ng.
The narrator proceeds to query Vere ker about t he natu re of the sec ret.
According to the quest archetype, t he character who apprises t he hero
of hi s mission is often a shadowy presence who gua rds t he passage to
the treasure. Vereker plays thi s role to perfection in this sce ne. He re mains
ambiguous, at times playing the ro le of good King Arthur as he encourages
the narrator and " kn ights" him by laying his hand upon his ~houl der, wh ile
at other times he plays th e elu sive wizard who ca nnot be tru sted . Ve ~eke r
responds ambiguously to the hero's questions, at one point telling the critic
that his sec ret i.s " t he loveliest thing in the world " (289), and t hen late r
terming it " a little trick" and " just a trifle" (287) , at once tan talizi ng t he
hero and frustrati ng him .
'
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Before the narrato r begi ns his q uest (t he scrut iny of Vereker's writing)
in earnest, Vere ker ad mo ni shes him, " Gi ve it up ! Give it up!" (289). Th is
warnin g exactly follows the pattern of the quest archetype. It para llels the
scene from Marte D'Arthur in which the knights of Art hur's Round Table
are warned that no one can attain the Ho ly Grail unless he is free from
sin . Vereker already knows that the critic will fail in his search because
his motives and methods are flawed .
The narrator ignores the caution , and in leaving Ve reker crosses a
threshold of his own , embarking on a journey which leads him into a
mysterious textual world. Fo ~ a solid month he immerses himself in
Vereker's writings, pouring over th em in a futile hunt for their meaning,
their special " buried treasure." These texts are the first of the tests the
narrator must undergo, and he fails utterly. He concludes, " I had no
knowledge- nobody had any" (290). He exc laims bitterly, " The buried
treasure was a bad joke, the general intention of a monstrous pose" (290) .
For a moment at least, the hero clearly sees Vereke r not as Ki ng Art hur
but as a M erlin wh o has deceived him .
Th e narrato r is furth er tested and thwa rted by hi s next (and last) co nversation with Vereker. H e rea li zes th at he is getting nowhere and is o nce
again advised by Vereker to " Gi ve it up! Gi ve it up!" (292). H is fru stration is heightened by hi s rivalry wi th Geo rge Corvick, w ho has also joi ned the sea rch fo r Vereker's secret, in partne rship with Gwendolen Erme,
a nove list and hi s fiance. It disturbs the narrato r to hear Vereker state th at
thei r intimate relatio nship may give the m an advantage in th e sea rch fo r
th e sec ret (292).
In th e con ventio nal qu est, the hero unde rgoes a supreme ordeal on hi s
journey but then receives hi s rewa rd , whi ch often involves sexua l, spiritual,
or emoti ona l union with th e goddess-mother-of-the-world and/or recogni tion by a symbo li c fa ther. In thi s case th e hero is denied all such unio n
and recognition; in fa ct he becomes increasi ngly alienated fro m the other
characters. Gwendolen (Guin evere?) in thi s case is not attracted to the
narrator, no r does he receive approval from ei th er Vereker or Corvick .
To make matters wo rse, not o nly do the powers w ho guard th e Grail refuse
to reveal the truth to him, th ey yield it instead to hi s rival, George Corvick. Wh ile in India, Corvick wires home to say that he has found Vereker's
secret!
Thu s it is Co rvic k, not th e narrator, w ho expe riences a sudden illumination , a profound change in con sci ou sness. H is reve lation is described thi s
way: " It was great, yet so simple, was si m ple, yet so great, and th e fin al
kn owledge of it was an experience qu ite apart" (3 0 1). Word s fai l to co nvey the impact of the d iscove ry on Corvick , but his findin g changes his
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life. H e return s hom e, i nspi red to acco mpli sh " th e greatest literary po rtrait eve r pa inted " (303). H e marri es Gwendo len and embark s on his
honey moo n. Whil e on hi s ho neymoo n a frea k acc ident cla ims his life,
but he dies a ful fill ed and hopeful ma n.
W hen Vereker d ies short ly after Corvick, the narrator sees his c hances
for d iscove ring t he sec ret slipping away. Gwendolen thwa rt s t he nar rator
at every turn . She te ll s him that she knows the secret: "I hea rd everything,
and I mean to keep it to mysel f" (305). Denied the truth that obsesses
him , the narrator regresses into resentment and bitterness.
A hero who is blessed by the powe rs that he encounters on hi s journey
is aided by them as he returns; if the hero is not blessed, he often flees
and is pursued. In James's story the failed hero flees ever deeper into obsession wherein he is pursued by a terrible compuls ion to discover literary
"mean ing:' Th ere will be no triumphant return for this hero, no sharing
of a wonderful, restorative truth with a needy world. Instead, th e hero
never returns. He acknowledges, "I was shut up in my obsession forevermy gaolers had gone off with the key" (309). The elusive "sec ret" dies
with Corvick, Vereker, and finally, Gwendolen . With thei r deaths the last
chance for the hero-critic to discover the buried treasure ex pires.
The narrator's quest is endless and empty; enlightenment and wisdo m
forever elude him. He remains frustrated to the end , and so will the reader,
if the reader makes the narrator's obsessive search for "meaning" his or
her own search. The reader need not, however, accept either the na rrator's critical premises or his conclusions . The entire notion of text ual
" buried treasure" is speculative, at best. It is possible that the nar rato r's
fixation on hidd en meanings in texts clouds his vis ion and precludes his
discovery of a large r, simpler truth that sits right before his eyes. Perhaps
his flaw is one of laziness as we ll as compu lsion ; he seems to assume that
the writer shou ld simpl y offer a full chalice to hi s eager lips. He fai ls to
realize that the reader mu st assist in pouring the wine of meaning into
the text, in this way c reating hi s own version of the Grail.
The failed quest of the critic-hero suggests that textual analysis alo ne
is inad equate to discern the truth that literature offers freely to those w ho
help create it . " The Figure in th e Carpet" teach es that " burie d treasure"
in texts is an illusion , and th at critics who are consumed by the tas k of
unearthing it are cursed w ith a luckless search-forever digging but never
finding the gold they seek .
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Note
1 For a discussion of t he guest archetypes, see Northrup Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: Four
Essays (P rinceton: Princeton UP, 1957). pp. 186-200.
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